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How can we enable children to meet the success criteria through the use of a mini plenary in Foundation Phase?

	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Further synthesis of reading will enhance your cognitive and intellectual development.
	I have tried to ensure that all the points I make are created or backed up using more than one piece of literature for evidence, where possible.

	Targed/Target 2
	Consider developing counter arguments further.
	I have tried to focus more on expanding an alternative argument where it was relevant to the research.
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Aim of the Research
I was most interested in the use of assessment for learning (AfL) strategies within a class and whether these strategies help the children to develop their learning.  When observing my class, I found that there was not a particular emphasis on the use of AfL strategies on a day to day basis and so I was interested to find out whether there was a reason for this.  I was also interested to know whether the use of these strategies would benefit the children’s learning.  This research could allow me to develop my individual teaching practice as well as helping to improve the learning outcomes of children I could be teaching in the future.

Research Context 
	My class was a mixed nursery and reception class with 42 children altogether in the mornings, and 24 in the afternoon.  Due to this mix of ages there was a significant difference in the attainment levels of different children in the class.  I discussed the use of AfL with my research partner who had seen it used very regularly within her placement school, and so we agreed that it would be interesting to compare both of our experiences and research further into this area.  We decided that the AfL strategy we would focus on would be the use of a mini plenary within the Foundation Phase, and so our research question is ‘How can we enable children to meet the success criteria through the use of a mini plenary in Foundation Phase?’.

Overview of Relevant Literature
	In previous years, there had been a focus on the use of summative assessments and testing to generate results which were used to compare outcomes and to identify a child’s level of attainment (Black and Wiliam, 2003).  However, Black and Wiliam (1998) carried out significant research into this area and highlighted how the effective use of formative assessment, rather than summative, was a fundamental aspect of effective teaching and had the potential to raise standards of attainment.  They suggested that rather than focussing on testing or results, there should be a focus on helping teachers to use assessment as part of their every-day teaching and learning methods, in ways that will help to improve children’s attainment (Black and Wiliam, 1998; The Assessment Reform Group, 1999).  While recent education policies have taken into account the need for an increased focus on formative assessment, or assessment for learning, many teachers still feel restricted in what they can do within their class due to things beyond their control, such as external tests or pressures from within the school (The Assessment Reform Group, 2003).  Despite this significant focus on an increase in the use of AfL, Brown (2019) believes that it is simply an approach to teaching the curriculum and cannot be seen as a form of assessment due to the collaborative and in the moment approach involved, as well as the fact that it relies purely on a teachers judgement of learning rather than established goals.
	AfL is based on the idea that assessment should be used to improve and support learning rather than to measure it (Wareing, 2012), and involves the process of a teacher finding out where a child is in terms of their learning, finding out where they need to go next and then working out the best way to get them there (The Assessment Reform Group, 2003; Welsh Government, 2010).  It is useful for this to be identified and discussed by both the teacher and pupil, as one of the key aspects of effective AfL is the need for continuous and meaningful communication between teachers and pupils (Black et al., 2007; Trauth-Nare and Buck, 2011).  The use of AfL is intended to increase pupil’s self-esteem and to help pupils to identify their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as the ways in which they learn best (Bowen and Ellis, 2009).  Additionally, it can help to develop thinking skills and provides children with an opportunity to reflect on their own work and identify ways in which they can improve it (Bowen and Ellis, 2009; DeLuca et al., 2018).  
AfL strategies can be split into four areas which should each be implemented within teaching practice, including questioning, feedback through marking, peer and self-assessment by students and the formative use of summative tests (Black et al., 2007).  For the purpose of this research, there was a particular focus on pupils’ self-assessment which Black et al. (2007) describe as an essential skill for children to develop in order for them to be able to move their own learning forward, even though Strijbos and Sluijsmans (2010) suggest that there is no concrete evidence to suggest an effect on pupils learning.  Pupil self-assessment is praised for actively including pupils within the assessment process, however, it is also noted that it can be difficult for pupils to assess their own work if they do not fully understand the goal of the learning and what they need to do to achieve it, and so it is important for teachers to explain the process to pupils and provide them with feedback initially (Harris and Brown, 2013; Topping, 2013).  One way of overcoming this difficulty is through the introduction of a success criteria, which allows students to mark their own work based on an agreed set of objectives or criteria which will allow them to complete the work successfully (Harris and Brown, 2018).  
The use of success criteria is considered an important feature of self-assessment and AfL in general, as it can be used to allow pupils to identify whether they have been successful with their learning, as well as improving independence and motivation towards learning (Spendlove, 2009; Wareing, 2012; Crichton and McDaid, 2016).  It is suggested that success criteria can be used most effectively when it is created with input from pupils so that they have a full understanding of the requirements of the learning, therefore allowing them to look at what they have done in their work and decide how they are going to progress and improve it further (Hattie, 2012).  In relation to this, Spendlove (2009) and Hattie (2012) outline that constructive feedback should be given to pupils at an appropriate time throughout the lesson in order to establish where they are in terms of the success criteria and what they can do next, which is often done with the use of a mini plenary.
A mini plenary involves stopping during an activity to check progress and can be a useful tool for teachers as it allows them to monitor and assess any misconceptions among the class and to correct them before the end of the lesson when it could be too late (Spendlove, 2009).  In contrast to this, Beadle (2012) suggests that mini plenaries have become popular due to the pressures of school observations and the need to show progress in learning within one single lesson, which is often unrealistic, and states that a plenary at the end of a lesson can often be much more beneficial when assessing any learning that has occurred.  It is also recognised that if mini plenaries are over-used in a lesson, they can have a detrimental effect and prevent children from learning and making progress as the process can be distracting for even high ability pupils (Beadle, 2012; Glazzard, Denby and Price, 2014).

Lesson Study Design
The research was carried out using a lesson study method which is a form of action research that takes place in a classroom and focusses on teachers improving their own knowledge or professional practice (Dudley, 2014).  In order to carry out this research I worked with a partner, however lesson study research typically involves a group of teachers who collaboratively plan, teach and observe a lesson involving a specific research focus that they want to improve or understand further (Lewis and Hurd, 2011; Dudley 2014).  Throughout the research lesson, the research group, or partner in this case, will focus on selected children and identify how their thinking or learning may change or evolve over the course of the lesson, with a specific focus on the aim of the research (Lewis et al. 2012).  Lesson study research is widely recognised as being beneficial for the professional development of teachers and for the development of school approaches as a whole (Fernandez and Yoshida, 2008; Lewis et al. 2012; Dudley, 2015), however Weston and Clay (2018) suggest that researchers can often focus too much on the teaching of the lesson rather than the impact on the learning that takes place. 
In order to gather a wider amount of data for our research a variety of data collection methods were used, the first one being an observation of the research lesson, specifically focussing on observing three sample children.  Observations are often a popular method of research as they allow an individual to observe what they can actually see happening within an environment, rather than relying on second-hand accounts to inform an analysis (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  Observations also allow the observer to identify behaviours or habits which may normally go unnoticed in the classroom because they are not being specifically sought out (Cooper and Schindler, 2001).  For these reasons, using an observation method was beneficial to this research as it allowed the observer to spend time focussing on the specific behaviour or learning aspects that were relevant to answering the research question.  
It is also noted that the use of a clear, well planned observation schedule helps to avoid any potential problems caused when time is taken in between the observation taking place and recording the data (McNeill and Chapman, 2005; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  My research partner and I created our own observation schedule when planning for the research lesson (Appendix 1) which helped us to focus on the specific aspects of the children’s behaviour or learning which we felt were relevant to our research question.  Using this observation schedule allowed for qualitative data to be collected in the form of notetaking, allowing the observer to quickly make a record of what happens as well as providing an opportunity to make extended notes about something of particular interest (Rozsahegyi, 2019). This was a non-participant observation as the observer remained separate from the lesson and did not interact with or contribute to the lesson, in order to ensure the data recorded was not biased in any way and could provide an accurate insight into how the AfL strategy might impact the learning (Papatheodorou and Luff, 2013; Rozsahegyi, 2019).  
After carrying out the research lesson, we then completed a focus group interview with the same three selected children, to gain further data relating to their thoughts about the lesson and in particular about the use of the success criteria and mini plenary.  Focus group interviews allow a researcher to select a sample of participants who will be able to provide a varied range of answers and experiences relating to an area of research, as well as helping to identify any collective opinions or differences in opinions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; Gibbs, 2012).  For our focus group interviews we selected three children based on their prior attainment levels as we felt that this sample would allow us to identify how or why the use of the success criteria and mini plenary influenced the children’s learning, and whether this was dependent on their levels of attainment.  
Gibbs (2012) suggests that one of the main benefits of using a focus group interview is that participants may be able to talk about their thoughts or ideas with more confidence than they would within an individual interview.  This is something we felt was important to our interviews as the children involved were between 5 and 7 years old and so could have felt uncomfortable being interviewed individually.  In addition to this, the interview had a semi-structured approach as we had planned a range of questions beforehand (Appendix 2) which we felt would help to gain appropriate amount of qualitative data, but we were also able to adapt our questions or add extra questions if we felt we needed further explanations about a specific point or if we felt the children would benefit from the question being reworded (Wengraf, 2001; Galletta, 2013). 
 A key element of the lesson study method is the importance of reflecting together with the research group after each stage of the process, particularly at the end of a lesson study cycle (Stepanek et al., 2007; Dudley, 2015).  Reflecting in this way allows researchers to identify any areas for improvement and any areas which may need to be adjusted to allow them to gain a deeper understanding of the research topic (Lewis, 2002).  I reflected with my partner after both of our research lessons using a reflection proforma which we had created based on Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle and the stages involved in this (Appendix 3).  


Ethical Considerations
	When planning for our research a detailed ethics form had to be completed and submitted to an Ethics Committee within the university for approval, to ensure that it was appropriate.  Before beginning the actual research process, we had to ensure that we gained consent and assent from the children and their parents, in order to comply with the ethical guidelines, set out by BERA (2018).  To do this, we sent letters to parents explaining the aim of the research and asked them to sign a consent form on behalf of their child.  We made sure that only children with consent were observed during the research and we then gained assent from these children before the lesson by using thumbs up thumbs down to identify if they were happy to take part.  In addition to this, it was also important to maintain the anonymity of those involved within the research, and to ensure that any data collected remained confidential throughout (BERA, 2018).

Lesson Study 1 Results and Analysis
	The first lesson study was taught by my research partner in her placement school (School 1) and in a year 1 class, with the focus of introducing the children to welsh commands.  The three selected children from this class (Child A, B and C) were part of a focus group of six children working with my research partner to complete the work in their books.  The children were given a sheet which had the 3 success criteria points on the top and these were discussed with the group before beginning the work so that they understood what the process would be.  In this case the success criteria included being able to identify a welsh command, being able to draw a picture of the command, and being able to write the word, and next to each of these statements was a thumb up or thumb down for them to circle when the work was completed.
	During the start of the task after the success criteria had been discussed, the children were asked whether they understood what they needed to do, and to show with a thumbs up or down.  Child A and Child B each put their thumb sideways meaning they felt in the middle, with Child C being the only one to say they were feeling confident with the task.  However, despite these all three children began their work straight away and seemed to understand what they were required to do without any extra input.  
A mini plenary was carried out during the task after each child had completed at least one command.  During this mini plenary the children mentioned that they were having difficulty when identifying the correct words to match with their picture and command, and so the group completed a quick recap of each word and what they meant.  The children each were very engaged during this recap and participated in repeating the words and asking questions.  After this, the children were again asked whether they felt they were confident to continue with the task, and as before only Child C put their thumb up to show they were confident, while Child A and Child B remained in the middle and stated that it was because they were still unsure of the words for each command, but again carried on straight away despite this. 
When the children had finished their work, they were asked to decide whether they had completed each of the success criteria statements by circling a thumbs up, thumbs in the middle or thumbs down.  All of the children had finished the task to a good standard, and so it was surprising to find that only Child C circled thumbs up for each statement.  Child A chose all three statements as a middle thumb, and Child B said that they were confident on all of the statements apart from writing the commands, which they circled as a middle thumb.
The outcome of this observation was interesting to consider, as we had expected the mini plenary to help the children to feel more confident with what they were doing during the task and for them to feel they had completed the task well at the end, however for Child A and Child B this was not the case.  In addition to this, the fact that only one child felt they were confident and completed the success criteria correctly could suggest that the children do not know how to accurately assess their own work, despite the fact that they use this method of self-assessment regularly within their class (For detailed observation notes see Appendix 4).
My research partner then carried out a focus group interview with the three selected children, which generally produced the same data as we gained from the observation (See Appendix 5).  A particularly interesting finding was that when asked whether they understood what the success criteria was for, all three children said no, even though as previously mentioned, they use success criteria within their class on a regular basis.  We also found that all three children felt that it was useful to go over the task in the middle, with Child B explaining that sometimes they forget what to do, however Child B and Child C also stated that they were confused about why they were actually stopped in the middle of the task.
	After the observation and interview had been completed, my research partner and I reflected upon the research lesson as a whole and identified any changes we could make in preparation for the second lesson (Part of this reflection can be seen in Appendix 6).  One aspect which we felt needed to be adjusted was the way in which we asked the interview questions, as we felt that the children didn’t fully understand what some of the questions were asking and so initially found it difficult to answer in full.

Lesson study 2 Results and Analysis
	For the second lesson study I was teaching (School 2) , and my research partner was carrying out the observation, which was done with reception during an outside activity focussing on basic number facts.  As with the first lesson, the three focus children (Child X, Y and Z) from this class were part of a focus group with three other children.  The success criteria for this activity were simply explained to the children before the activity began, as they do not normally use this form of self-assessment and so I felt it would be difficult to implement it in a written form without some prior knowledge of what they would be expected to do.  In this context, the success criteria were to be able to put numbers 1-20 in order and to be able to use this to write out their own number line to 20 using chalks.
	At the beginning of the activity, each of the children started off straight away and Child X and Child Y were able to repeat the success criteria back to me in their own words to explain what they needed to do, however Child Z was not engaged and therefore could not explain the task.  As the children came to the end of ordering the number line to 20, I stopped the activity for a mini plenary, during which time Child X and Child Y became very engaged and were again able to talk about what they had already done as well as what their next steps were going to be, based on what we had discussed at the start of the activity.  Child Z again was quite disinterested, and so I used the mini plenary to try to refocus them and remind them of what they should be doing, giving them the chance to have more of a try for the rest of the activity.  Child X and Child Y were confident in completing their work after the mini plenary; however, it was also observed that they completed this activity independently anyway, suggesting that they probably felt relatively confident without the input from the mini plenary.
	When each of the children had finished their number lines, I asked them if they could decide for themselves whether they thought they had completed the success criteria.  Child X and Child Y both believed they had completed their success criteria well and explained to me what they had done in order to do this.  It was difficult to observe whether the mini plenary had influenced Child X and Child Y’s learning, as they were confident in the work without the input during the activity, however the mini plenary did not seem to encourage Child Z to improve their work as they continued to be distracted throughout the activity (For detailed observation notes see Appendix 7).   
	After the activity we carried out the focus group interview with the three sample children, and again gained quite similar data to the data collected from the observation, and from the previous lesson study, however this time I adapted the way that I asked the questions to ensure they would be more child friendly (See Appendix 8 for focus group answers).  Interestingly, Child X and Child Y were able to give answers relating to what the success criteria was there for and why we used it, however only Child X was able to explain what they did during the activity even though when asked this at the time of the observation, Child Y could also explain what they had done.  Another point to consider is when the children were questioned about their feelings towards the mini plenary, they all agreed it was useful to remind them of the success criteria, but Child Y mentioned that it was boring when they had to stop during the activity.  In addition to this, Child X felt that the mini plenary was done so that the teacher could check how their work was going, and Child Y said that it was done so that they knew if their work was correct or not.  
	The outcomes of this lesson study were not initially what I had expected, as I felt that the children may struggle to understand the process as they did not use success criteria or a mini plenary on a day to day basis in their class.  In reality, they seemed to enjoy the extra role of remembering what they needed to do next and assessing whether they had met the criteria, although they could lose interest if it was used more regularly.  However, it is difficult to use this research to say for definite whether the learning was influenced through the use of a mini plenary and success criteria due to the fact that Child X and Child Y were confident without the extra input during the activity, and Child Z did not improve their work even after the mini plenary.  
We then reflected on the overall process again to consider how the research had gone as a whole (Appendix 9).  I think the outcome of this research lesson could have been improved if it was carried out again with a task that the children were generally less confident with or had less prior knowledge of, as for Child X and Child Y, the higher and middle ability children, it seemed to be quite simple for them and so they would have probably been able to complete it to a relatively good standard without any input during a mini plenary.  As previously mentioned, the lesson itself was successful and the children responded well to the activity and to the introduction of the success criteria, however, in this lesson I do not think the learning was significantly impacted by the inclusion of the mini plenary. 
	
Discussion of Research Findings
Throughout the literature, some of the benefits of using a mini plenary are mentioned as keeping children’s learning on track, identifying misconceptions in learning and encouraging children to complete work to a higher standard (Black et al., 2007; Spendlove, 2009; Bowen and Ellis, 2009).  While the research does identify that the children thought the AfL strategies were helpful and reminded them of what they had to do, there is a common theme throughout the data collected which suggests that the work produced at the end of the lessons would have been at a similar standard to the work produced had there not been success criteria and a mini plenary included.  Due to this, our research seems to support many of the suggestions made by Strijbos and Sluijsmans (2010) who state that self-assessment strategies are not proven to have an impact on the quality of any learning that takes place in a classroom.  We cannot say this for definite though, as success criteria is also said to be more effective when it is developed alongside the children and they have ownership over the assessment of their own learning (Hattie, 2012), which we were unable to incorporate into these research lessons but is something which may have actually produced very different results.
The literature also outlines that AfL strategies can positively benefit lower ability children in particular (Black et al., 2007, Wareing, 2012), which is interesting as in this case Child Z was one of the lower attaining children but did not seem to benefit at all from the use of the success criteria or mini plenary.  Similarly, it is mentioned that children should be taught how to self-assess their own learning accurately before being expected to actually carry out the process (Harris and Brown, 2013; Topping, 2013), but in School 1, where they used success criteria on a regular basis, it was identified that they were not necessarily that confident in what they were doing as their self-assessment marks did not match the actual learning that was observed to be taking place.  In addition to this, the children in School 2 were not familiar with the idea of success criteria yet completed their self-assessment in a similar way to the children observed in School 1. 
Another result to consider, is that three of the children (Child B, Child C and Child Y) had some sort of negative opinion about the use of a mini plenary in the middle of their activity, stating that they found it boring or that they were confused about why they were doing it.  This links to a range of literature which suggests that mini plenaries often distract children from their learning and can be detrimental to the general progress made within one single lesson (Beadle, 2012; Glazzard, Denby and Price, 2014)   

Conclusion
In conclusion, I do not believe that the results of this research can be generalised to say that a mini plenary can enable children to meet success criteria and to improve their engagement in their own learning, due to the fact that our data produced no clear results which support this.  If I was to do this lesson again with the same research question in mind, I would try to ensure that the focus of the lesson was something which the children did not have a lot of prior knowledge of, so that the research could hopefully provide more of an idea about how a mini plenary can be used to support and encourage learning, rather than helping them to remember what they already know, as well as the difference that this strategy might have in terms of differences in attainment.
	This research could have been improved further if a pilot study was carried out before beginning the research as it would have allowed us to test out the various aspects of the research and to ensure that they worked correctly and actually enabled useful data to be collected (Anderson and Arsenault, 2002).  A pilot study would have allowed us to identify the changes we needed to make to our interview questions before the research had begun and could have also improved our own observation skills as we would have chance to experience the process beforehand.  One of the main strengths of our research methods was the use of the observation, as we had prepared our observation schedule in order to allow us to focus specifically on certain aspects of learning, meaning that we did not get distracted by other behaviours or interruptions which may not have given us relevant data (Cooper and Schindler, 2001; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).  The observation also allowed us to see what was happening first-hand so we could fully understand the process and the data that had been observed.
	  A particular limitation of this method could be related to the fact that we completed the research as a pair, meaning that in both lesson observations there was one researcher who the children knew and recognised as their teacher, and one who they had never met before and who was observing them.  This highlights the problems that can be faced during a non-participant observation as the children may change their behaviour due to the addition of a new adult within the lesson even when the individual is not directly involved within the lesson, and so the data collected may not represent true data compared to what may be collected on another day in the class (Papatheodorou and Luff, 2013).  
	This process will benefit me during my next placement in school, as I think that I will be more considerate of the types of AfL strategies that I use as well as being more open to the types of strategies that can actually be used within Foundation Phase.  As my previous placement (School 2) did not use a lot of self-assessment or AfL strategies in general throughout lessons I thought that some aspects of AfL could maybe have been too advanced for children in only reception and that this was the reason for the lack of their use.  However, I now think that with some support given to the children it would actually be very possible to implement different strategies into even a reception class.

Recommendations
	This research process has helped me to consider the kind of methods I use within my own teaching and has made me think more about whether these methods actually have a positive impact on the children’s learning and progress.  I also do feel that this research would be interesting to carry out again with Key Stage 2 children.  Due to the way that Foundation Phase teaching is carried out, I do not think that a mini plenary is necessarily that influential when carried out during a task, as there is normally only a small group of children working with an adult and so the input that would be given during a mini plenary is normally simply given throughout the learning process anyway.  However, I think within Key Stage 2 where whole class teaching is much more regular, a mini plenary could be hugely beneficial to ensure everyone is on track and to monitor the learning taking place.
	However, this experience has helped me to realise how self-assessment strategies can be implemented in a variety of ways even with very young children, like those in reception.  I was apprehensive of how well the reception children would respond to the use of the success criteria as they had not used it before and are very young, however they were very engaged throughout the process of self-assessment.  Therefore, I think that as long as self-assessment or peer-assessment strategies are introduced thoroughly and children are given time to practise regularly in lessons, they could really benefit from the process and be confident when thinking about their own learning.
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